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Mystery
THOMAS R. HERZOG

An Imaginary Stroll
Imagine yourself walking along the Grand Valley Nature Trail. The pathway curves
gradually out of sight to the right, but through the foliage you see what appears to
be a lighted area in that direction. Perhaps there is a clearing farther along the pathway. We pause in this idyllic episode to pose the following question: Do you like this
environment you are imagining? Unless you are one of those strange people who prefer the overcooked, dried-out, made-yesterday hamburger to the juicy, flamebroiled,
made-while-you-wait hamburger, your answer is going to be "Yes, I like this environment very much."
Another question: Why do you like this environment? Well, you say, it has a lot
of nature in it, and I like nature. Good for you. There is no doubt that nature content
plays a significant role in environmental preferences. In fact, there is a ton of research
showing that a typical natural environment is rated higher in preference by most people than is a typical urban environment. Now then, are there any other reasons why
you like this environment? At this point, if you give a reason, it is likely to be very
personal and idiosyncratic. Alternately, you may not be able to give any more reasons. The environment has a lot of nature, and that's that.
In fact, that isn't that. There is at least one more documented reason why you like
the environment in question. If you are like most people, you simply are not awar~
of this reason. It has to do with the curving pathway and the partial glimpse of the
possible clearing ahead. Environments that have properties like these are said to be
high in mystery. For natural environments, rated mystery is a consistently positive predictor of rated preference, and it operates independently of the environment's nature
content.
What is mystery? As a landscape variable, the term was first used by Hubbard and
Kimball to refer to the "impossibility of complete perception." Others (e.g., Cullen)
have used the word to describe glimpses of the unknown in either natural landscapes
or cityscapes. Stephen and Rachel Kaplan provided the first precise definition of mystery and began to gather empirical data relating rated mystery to rated preference for
environments To the Kaplans, mystery refers to those features of an environment that
promise more would be seen if one could travel deeper into the environment. Thus,
the essence of mystery is an inference that further information can be acquired based
on what one can see currently.
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Some conceptual distinctions are in order. First, as used here, mystery involves spatial knowledge. It is a property of the threedimensional physical environment in which
we live. As a spatial variable, mystery is different from the quality that characterizes
a good mystery novel. Nonetheless, there are interesting parallels, and you may wish
to pursue them. Second, the essential feature of mystery is that the promise of further
information must be present in the environment currently being viewed. In other words,
the current environment must provide partial information about what might lie ahead.
Thus, mystery is quite different from surprise in which new information is disclosed
suddenly and completely with no prior warning. Imagine that you come to a huge
brick wall blocking the nature trail. In the words of the old song, the wall is so high,
so low, and so wide that you can't see over, under, or around it. Whatever is on the
other side of that wall will be a complete surprise to you, but there is absolutely no
mystery involved. In our original scenario, the curve in the pathway and the glimpse
of the clearing through the foliage both create mystery precisely because the promised
information will be continuous with, and related to, information currently available.
As I noted earlier, the research literature consistently documents a positive relationship between mystery and preference. I have been involved in several studies in which
mystery and preference were rated independently on a five-point scale where one equals
"not at all" and five, "a great deal." Environments were presented as color slides. Zube,
Simcox, and Law have shown that representing environments with color slides yields
valid data. My colleagues and I have found positive relationships between mystery
and preference for nature in urban settings, field-and-forest settings, waterscapes, and
uneven-terrain environments such as mountains and canyons. My informal survey
of the landscape preference literature indicates that mystery has been a significant positive
predictor of preference in over 90' of the studies that included mystery as a variable,
a remarkable record. I hasten to point out that this record applies to natural environments only. The role of mystery in urban settings devoid of nature content is not
yet clear.

Why Mystery Works
There are both immediate and more remote (and fundamental) reasons why mystery enhances preference for natural environments. The immediate reason has to do
with the cognitive function of mystery. A continuity between current and new information is inherent in the definition of mystery. According to the Kaplans: "Given
this continuity one can usually think of several alternative hypotheses as to what one
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But why is the promise of new information so
involving and thus enjoyable?

might discover. The mindfilling, or involving, experiences of entertaining a few fairly
strong alternatives at once should yield a high level of preference" In other words,
if you haven't a clue about what will come next (low mystery), it isn't much fun to
think about the problem. (The same could be said of any problem.) However, if the
current evidence suggests a few plausible alternatives (high mystery), thinking about
the problem becomes much more enjoyable, and your interest is maintained. The situation is similar to that of the scientist or the reader of mystery novels. If the current
information suggests some plausible predictions, it is fascinating to think about checking out those predictions. Otherwise, the whole endeavor is not much fun.
So mystery, or the promise of new information, produces an enjoyable state of cognitive involvement. Thus, environments with mystery are preferred. But why is the
promise of new information so involving and thus enjoyable? Here we get into much
more fundamental and controversial waters. In a word, albeit a dreaded word to some,
the suggested answer is evolution. Stephen Kaplan put it this way: "If humans are
organisms whose survival through the course of evolution required the construction
and use of cognitive maps ... ,then being attracted by information would seem
thoroughly adaptive. In particular, people should be enticed by new information, by
the prospect of extending and updating their cognitive maps " So it seems that cognitive map builders had an edge on survival, and the best cognitive maps builders were
attracted by environmental configurations that promised new information. Thus, natural
selection serves up contemporary humans who are attracted by such environmental
configurations without necessarily knowing why.
Meanwhile, I don't want to leave you with the impression that humans are reckless
seekers of new information. That would not be very adaptive. In fact, information
seeking is constrained by a simultaneous attraction to the familiar which forms the
cognitive basis for widely observed territoriality effects. Kaplan again: "[Humans] cannot stray too far from the familiar, lest they be caught in a situation in which they
are helpless because they lack the necessary knowledge." Thus, the evolutionary perspective yields humans who are simultaneously attracted by the new and the familiar,
who get a kick out of assimilating the new into the familiar. These organisms should
enjoy spending time at the edge of the known. Sound like anyone you know?

lS

Mystery and Danger
Perhaps it has occurred to you that the concept of mystery seems to contain an
element of potential danger. After all, just because the current information suggests
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plausible alternatives, those alternatives are by no means guaranteed. The actual alternative, what is actually around the bend, might be very unpleasant indeed. I hope
I have allayed such fears by the preceding discussion. In a situation of high mystery,
you can always proceed into the environment a short distance, take a peek, and reevaluate the possible alternatives, remaining constantly prepared to run like hell back to
familiar ground. Still, there is no getting around the fact that the nature of the new
information is not guaranteed. What is mysterious from the current vantage point
could turn out upon investigation to be a most unpleasant surprise.
I myself have harbored such disturbing thoughts from time to time. In particular,
I confess to having entertained the dark suspicion that in certain environments mystery might actually contribute to a sense of perceived danger. Like Abraham Maslow,
I am inclined to believe that security concerns, if sufficiently aroused, will override
such "higher" cognitive needs as exploration. Thus, if mystery actually contributes
to the evocation of a sense of danger in certain environments, one might reasonably
expect low preference for such environments. Based on scattered findings in the research
literature, I postulated that deep narrow canyons and urban alleys were two environmental categories that would display the predicted pattern of high mystery, high perceived danger, and depressed preference relative to suitable comparison categories.
I was wrong. That is, I was wrong about mystery but right about danger. Greg Smith,
a former GVSU psychology major, and I compared deep narrow canyons to fieldand-forest settings and compared urban alleys to urban settings containing nature.
In each case, we expected the two categories to be comparably high in mystery but
to differ significantly in perceived danger, with the high-danger category also less preferred. We found that canyons and alleys were indeed rated higher in danger than
their respective comparison categories, as predicted, but they were also rated lower
in mystery. As for preference, only alleys displayed the predicted depression. We then
analyzed the data ignoring the categories and found a negative relationship between
danger and preference and between danger and mystery but a positive relationship
between mystery and preference. In other words, danger may well depress preference,
but there was no evidence that mystery ever contributes to a sense of perceived danger. On the contrary, as it has so many times in the past, mystery correlated positively
with preference.
I now feel it is unlikely that an environment will simultaneously evoke an impression of high mystery and high danger. It will evoke one or the other (or neither). If
the environment evokes an impression of high mystery, it will be highly preferred.
If it evokes a sense of danger, preference will be depressed. An important researchable
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As Eliovson shows, we could take a lesson from the
Japanese who have long used mystery systematically
question is which environments will evoke which reactions under what circumstances.
My prediction is that urban alleys which curve out of sight will be less likely to evoke
an impression of mystery and more likely to evoke an impression of danger than nature
trails of equal curvature. I believe this will be so because knowledge of what can happen in the alleys (a mugging) will override the perception of the environmental configuration, but there will be no such interference with the nature trails. Some enterprising
researcher had better hurry up and run this study, or I will.
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How To Create Mystery
How-to books are among the best of the best sellers. Taking note of that fact, I would
like to conclude with some practical advice on how to enhance mystery in environments. A preliminary question: Who would want to? In general, anyone who designs
an environment or has input into the design process might want to lay on some mystery. This group includes designers of urban and nonurban parks, those responsible
for landscaping the grounds of business establishments, and even the lowly homeowner
interesting in arranging a yard or garden. As Eliovson shows, we could take a lesson
from the Japanese who have long used mystery systematically to create a sense of depth
in the very limited area of their gardens.
My first piece of advice is to make sure users of the environment know they will
be safe. There is a literature on the physical and sociological factors that contribute
to a sense of security in an environment. If safety is judged to be an issue, c-onsult
that literature or someone who knows it. Do whatever you have to in order to alleviate any concerns about personal safety. It does little good to install a configuration
that can be seen as mysterious if it is seen instead as a hiding place for muggers.
The only empirical study of specific steps for creating mystery that I know of was
carried out by Gimblett, Itami, and Fitzgibbon, who uncovered five specific factors
that were effective in enhancing rated mystery:
1. Screening is anything that can be used to partially obstruct or obscure the view
of the larger landscape. In practice, vegetation and shadows are typical elements
used for screening.
2. Distance of view is the distance from the observer to the nearest "forest stand."
As this distance decreases, mystery increases. In other words, avoid extended open
areas in the foreground of the environment.
3. Spatial definition or enclosure is the degree to which landscape elements surround
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the observer. Overhead enclosure (as, for example, with a canopy of leaves) is as
important as lateral surrounding. Enclosure enhances mystery; openness reduces
mystery.
4. Physical accessibility refers to an apparent means of moving through or into the
landscape. Well-defined pathways enhance mystery.
5. Illumination refers to a configuration in which "the immediate foreground is in
shade and an area further in the scene is brightly lit." Such an arrangement promises
a clearing ahead, thereby creating mystery.
I would add to this list the principle of the curving pathway and the partial overlapping or offsetting of elements as they recede into the dista~ce. I am not sure I see these
configurations in the list of Gimblett and colleagues although I suspect they might
consider them types of screening.

Conclusion
Mystery is an important predictor of environmental preferences. Most people are
not aware of its operation. An understanding of the specific components of mystery
and of its evolutionary origin may lead to a greater appreciation of the crucial role
information processing plays in the interaction between humans and their environment.
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